Introduction
The Mindanao conflict, expressed in Muslim armed resistance against the Philippine state, has deep historical roots and resolution is definitely not easy. The armed conflict which has been fought under two competing banners of national selfdetermination on the one hand, and protection of state rights on the other hand, has taken thousands of lives, destroyed millions worth of properties, and displaced a magnitude of people who sought refuge in other regions of the country as well as in neighboring countries. The territorial question has been disputed more often in the battlefields than over a negotiating table.
The Muslim secessionists prefer to be called Moros 1 rather than Filipinos.
They believe that their people have never been part of the Philippines and their current struggle is a continuation of their ancestors' war for independence, which was first launched against Spanish and American rule, and presently under the postcolonial "Filipino-run Philippine state." On the other side, the state contends that the separatist movement has to acknowledge the existence of a sovereign Philippine state whose territorial jurisdiction has been defined in accordance with the international law. Hence, the state views the ongoing armed struggle of the Moros as an act of secession against a legitimate state while the former declares it an exercise of the people's "right to self-determination" against a state which "illegitimately annexed"
the Bangsamoro. 
Ethnogenesis of Moro and the Colonial State
The term Moro was the appellation applied by the Portuguese, who seized Melaka in 1511, to all Muslim population of Southeast Asia. 3 Acknowledging the value of imparting a sense of collective development and common "destiny" among the Moros, Saleeby suggests that Moros be allowed to emulate a "superior" culture analogous to that devised by the Americans for Christian
Filipinos.
Moved by a natural tendency to imitate superior civilization, he would unconsciously reform his customs and home life and gradually acquire American ideas and new ambitions. An enlightened Moro community, wisely guided by efficient American officials, would undoubtedly work out its own destiny, and following the natural law of growth and development would gradually rise in wealth and culture to the level of a democratic municipality. In spite of America's fierce pacification operations in the Muslim south, that took longer and applied more cruel methods compared to the northern rebels, benevolence was also pronounced. 10 The Muslims and other non-Christianized groups in the country were treated as "wards" of the nation who needed the state's protection and additional tutelage to bring about "their advancement into civilization and material 
The continuing formation of Moro identity and national unity
Although heads of organizations refer to the same "national past," the "national future" is indeterminate and blurred. 
The State and Moro Right to Self-Determination
In the principle of the right of self-determination that is linked to the notion of "equal rights of peoples" but cautioned that the right shall not be construed as authorising or encouraging any action which would dismember or impair, totally or in part, the territorial integrity or political unity of sovereign and independent States conducting themselves in compliance wit the principle of equal rights and self-determination of peoples … and thus possessed of a government representing the whole people belonging to the territory without distinction as to race, creed or colour. 56 The assurance of territorial unity is now made contingent on the government being representative of the whole people and non-discriminatory in relation to "race, creed, or colour" and full right of self-determination (including secession) pertains only in colonial situations.
In the international law literature on self-determination, two main views are pulling in opposite directions. The first tendency is the more restrictive view which limits the exercise of the right of self-determination within the confines of the territorial jurisdiction of existing states; the right cannot be invoked if the territorial unity of the state will be transgressed. The second view is expansionary which acknowledges and, to varying degrees, validates recent state-busting practice in a reformulated legal approach that admits that the character and scope of the right are more unsettled than ever. This latter view takes due note of the degree to which nonsovereign territories of the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia were given diplomatic recognition and admitted to the UN as sovereign states.
The controversy on the principle and right of self-determination has led peoples and states to armed conflict. Struggles for autonomy and secession on the defense of peoples' national rights are politically and militarily confronted by the state, invoking its right to protect the inviolability of its territory. Peoples of the world are told they have the right to self-determination. Nevertheless, if this right is suppressed by a sovereign state, the international community supports territorial integrity until a war of independence is successful. As in the past, the entire problem is settled on the battlefield. The conflict has been the source of tremendous human suffering and destruction in Asia, Africa, and Europe
By and large, the conflict behind self-determination struggles is fundamentally a question of territorial rights. In war and peace, the issue of one's control over a physical space has been the persistent bone of contention between the Philippine state and the Bangsamo independence movement. In an effort to pursue the "selfdetermination" agenda in the GRP-MILF peace talks, the MILF pushes its concern over ancestral domain. It hopes that government's recognition of the right of the Bangsamoro over their ancestral domain will eventually result to the acknowledgement of Moros' territory. "We just want a physical space where we can freely practice our religion and apply our ways of life. There is no need to seize power," says MILF Information Chief, Mohagher Iqbal. 57 Indeed, the linkage between Moro identity and territory is intricately intertwined.
Poulantzas, emphasizing the importance of territory to the notion of group self-identity, refers to the "historicity of a territory and territorialization of a history"-a territorial tradition concretized in the homeland. 58 Therefore, a territory by itself is a human construct which serves as the material basis in defining and re-defining human, group, ethnic, and social relations. It is the source of one's social security, assistance, dependency, sociability, and intimacy. It assures the continuity of culture and endurance of collective memory of peoples. As such, the concepts of space and territory are of extreme importance in ensuring the tenacity of one's identity and survival as a people.
The absence of or restriction to such control may invariably threaten the fulfillment of the peoples' rights and imperil their identity to a particular territory. In this respect, the anxiety of the Bangsamoro over the future of their homeland simply infers their lack of full control over their lives. The right of a group with a distinctive politico-territorial identity to determine its own destiny is the political translation of aspirations in the demands for self-determination. Judge Hardy Dillard of the International Court of Justice (ICJ), writing in a separate opinion on the Western Sahara Case, says that: "It is for the people to determine the destiny of the territory and not the territory the destiny of the people."
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One of the most vital reasons in exercising control over a piece of territory is that it reifies power. Tillich points out:
Being means having space or, more exactly, providing space for oneself. This is the reason for the tremendous importance of geographical space and the fight for its possession by power groups. The struggle is not simply an attempt to remove another group from a given space. The real purpose is to draw this space into a larger power field, to deprive it of a centre of its own.
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In as much as ethnic identity is, above all other things, territorial identity, the issue of Bangsamoro homeland has been the crux of the MILF's self-determination struggle. In fact, the subject of ancestral domain will be the main agenda in the next The MILF regards ancestral domain as the issue, which could give substance to the self-determination struggle. The government, on the other hand, considers it a question that can be answered within the bounds of the state's power and authority.
The differences of perspectives and frameworks of mind in viewing the issue of ancestral domain could be a tough concern in the upcoming negotiations but not necessarily insurmountable.
Beyond National Self-Determination: Examining the Moro-State Conflict
The contradiction between the state's nation-building project and the secessionist movement's state-creation venture has not only led to armed conflict but also tested the viability and competency of the current Philippine political system in unifying the country given the diversity of its people. Thus, beyond the issue of self-determination, a crucial element that contributes to the mitigation or exacerbation of the current conflict is the manner the state governs.
In Kofi Annan's address to the UN General Assembly in 1999, the Secretary- In as much as peoples' right to "internal" self-determination is hinged on the legitimate claim of the minorities to cultural and political autonomy, it becomes imperative that the grounds and sources where such demand springs from be analyzed. This part of the article is thus intended to assess the deep-seated causes of the Moros' self-determination struggle.
Without underrating the ethno-religious grounds of secessionism, it is contended that the separatist movement in Mindanao has been prolonged because of three major causes. First, the low degree of political autonomy which would enable Muslims to protect, safeguard, and defend their culture, identity, language, ways of life, and religion. Second, the inability of the state to adequately meet the basic socioeconomic needs of the Muslim community. Third, the widespread belief among Muslims that they have been victims of the state's systematic socio-cultural discrimination and politico-economic exploitation, an impression that has been reflected in the present-day economic, political, and social marginalization of the people.
Low degree of political autonomy
Under the unitary governmental structure, the so-called "autonomy" enjoyed by the ARMM has been historically an illusion. Devolution of powers manifests itself in the formal powers or administrative arrangements that are purportedly decentralized but politically controlled or influenced by the central government. In spite of the pronouncement that the government promotes "unity through diversity," policies have been centrally formulated and conceived with less regard to the heterogeneous requirements, needs, and demands of local communities especially the minority peoples. They have been historically discriminated partially or totally in terms of the quality public services and goods received, degree of affinity to the country, and the amount the concern manifested by the national government to their plight.
The present political governance structure has not only rendered the Moros and other minority groups powerless but also excluded them as part of the Filipino nation. As a consequence of the top-down approach in development, Mindanao's economic growth path has been altered minimally throughout the post-colonial years.
Its economic performance since the country's independence has always been relegated to the role of being an agricultural products supplier, typifying the classic dependency function of being the satellite of the country's major urban and metropolitan centers. It has the least access to basic services and infrastructure and has the highest and constant incidence of poverty as the following section shows.
Socio-economic deprivation
The centralizing power of the state also failed to uplift the socio-economic and health conditions of the Muslims. While Mindanao is rich in natural and human resources, 66 the people languish in destitution and suffer from the quagmire of poverty.
After more than a quarter of a century of Philippine government claims to be 
Perceived discrimination, injustice, and alienation
Finally, beyond economic and political grievances, the issue of separatism is one of subjective feelings, of perceptions, and of language-that Muslim minorities are On the other hand, the MNLF and MILF, notwithstanding their ideological differences-the former as more secular while the latter being more Islamic-see themselves as "one people" bound collectively on the basis of a common ancestry, history, society, institutions, territory, and more importantly, religion. As the minority people in a predominantly Christian nation, they perceive themselves as the marginalized, persecuted, and powerless people both politically and economically.
Regardless of organizational affiliation, independence remains the underlying essence of political autonomy for Muslim socio-politico movements.
In the recent conflict, historical and predetermined mutual feeling of bigotry and prejudice of Christians and Muslims has oftentimes been used by political leaders to engender or strengthen people's identity in the competition for power and resources.
And when conflicts escalate, perceptions and languages are distorted within the warring parties. The distortions are partly spontaneous and partly organized to rally the people to engage in warfare, bear the economic burdens, and face the human misery of war. Conceivably, when war breaks out, truth is its first victim.
For instance, the alienation of Muslims and other ethnics (non-Muslim and nonChristian tribes) from their homelands due to acts of outright land grabbing of Christian migrants and private corporations has embedded upon their consciousness the inability of government not only in protecting their economic well-being but also in acting on behalf of the Christians in gradually eroding their identity by allowing them to be driven away from their lands, considered as the repository of their culture.
This notion subsequently precipitated and crystallized into the secessionist movement as a cause against Christian aggression.
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Moreover, the conflictual situation arises when state's nationalist policies exercised through the institutionalization undue political centralism and unitary policies are perceived to be discriminatory and threatening to minority groups' sociocultural, economic, and political interests. The violent reaction of ethnic minorities against these policies is comprehensible as they endanger their collective survival.
Accordingly, the undertaking to secede from the state becomes an inescapable recourse on the contention that separatists do not see a fair chance that their fundamental aspiration and interest, i.e., to be a part of the nation, would be hitherto accommodated under the state's political system.
Given the aforesaid politico-administrative, economic, and cultural causes of the Bangsamoro self-determination movement, it is apparent that the crucial immediate issue is one of participatory rather than secessionist rights.
Conclusion
This article has argued that the state-Moro conflict is sparked and protracted more by the centralism of the state and inadequate democratic space that limits the self-governing power of the minorities, particularly the Muslims in southern Philippines.
The tenacity and seriousness of the conflict remains complicated with the unremitting inability of the state to substantially and decisively address, over a long period, its core causes insubstantial political autonomy; socio-economic grievances and deprivation; and perceived injustice, discrimination, and alienation of the people from the mainstream of Philippine political and economic development. The issue boils down to political and economic equity and social justice, the crux of the state's responsibility and kernel of nation's spirit.
It is essential therefore that Moros be drawn within the domain of the state and make them feel that they are part and foremost stakeholder of the Philippine nation. State's nation-building and centralization of power to the nation-state, indeed, resulted in the deprivation of ethnic communities to decide for themselves and the power to govern in accordance with their ideals and aspirations. Obviously, the meaning of democracy is violated when minority groups 79 lack any reasonable chance to take part in the policy-making process in government on a more or less permanent basis without suffering from the "tyranny of the majority." In other words, the rule of the majority or "majoritarian democracy" in deeply divided societies is likely to be profoundly undemocratic.
Since the post-colonial years the unitary state has worked towards the integration, assimilation, and transformation of multiple ethnic identities into a single national identity-a downward exertion of state nationalism. The nationalism of the state is materialized through the assimilation and integration of minorities into the majority's culture, system of governance, and socio-economic structure. This tends to destroy minority rights and cultures even when there is no conscious intent to do so. State nationalism is henceforth resisted by those groups who do not see themselves as part of the Philippine nation. They feel strongly against the erosion of their self-identity and see it as a gross violation of their political, economic, and cultural rights.
It is the contention of this article that the threat of national disintegration will continue until an appropriate institutional framework for political governance which can accommodate Mindanao's social and ethnic diversity is ensconced. Apart from reengineering political institutions in Mindanao, there is a need to lay emphasis, at least at the local level, on good governance, the rule of law, improved civil-military relations, accountability of public officials for corruption, and human rights protection. These efforts would, to a large extent, facilitate the early conclusion of conflict, accelerate the process of peace, and find a respectable and honorable final peace agreement between contending forces. More importantly, steps toward this direction would not only strengthen the Philippine nation-state but also considerably extirpate the cause of secessionism.
Whether or not the state would be able to meet the challenges of nation-building and national unity is difficult to surmise at this point. Definitely, there will be no quick fixes and no shortcuts. Wounds that have festered for a long time cannot be healed overnight, nor can confidence be built or dialogue developed while fresh wounds are being inflicted. It is a process that requires special and extra effort on the part of the state to guarantee human rights and uphold the rights of people to their own development.
In as much as conflict is created in one's mind, peace can likewise be a product of one's mind. One of the critical elements therefore in conflict resolution is the conscious construction of a positive outlook towards building a new and better relationship to an erstwhile archenemy. The courage in seeking to come to terms with the past is an essential part of the search for a new way forward. 
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The Philippines has 110 ethno-linguistic and cultural groups spread over 80
provinces.
